Introduction
Defence remains one of the most sensitive areas of European integration. In time, the process had its ups and downs, facing many challenges [1] , recording both major successes (the mutual defence clause, the successful conduct of multinational military operations or the Permanent Structured Cooperation), as well as sounding failures (the European Defence Community). But of the many European Union (EU) countries, the part played by France in the military integration process is truly a significant one. As we reason in the following, France has been at the core of defence integration ever since the beginning of the European Communities. Through various initiatives and consistent contributions, France acted as a catalyst for this process, leading by example and with an unshaken enthusiasm.
Methodology
The research toolbox for writing this paper consisted in the analysis of social documents, as described in a scientific work written by Glenn Bowen [2] , as well as the case study method, as presented in a book written by Robert Yin [3] .
Landmarks of France's historical involvement in European defence
France has always played a preeminent part on the stage of European defence integration. To begin with, just two years after Germany's defeat in the Second World War, France signed (alongside the United Kingdom -UK) the Treaty of Dunkirk; the treaty entered into force on September 8, 1947 and it was meant to discourage a possible future German aggression. Although the treaty did not produce major effects, it is still considered the predecessor of the Treaty of Brussels.
Resulting from an extension of the Treaty of Dunkirk to the Benelux countries (Belgium, Netherlands and Luxembourg), the Treaty of Brussels (1948) [4] allowed the subsequent establishment of the Western Union Defence Organisation, which has been one of the first milestones on the path towards a more deep European defence integration. Then, between the years 1950-1961, France actively promoted the European Defence Community project [5] and the Fouchet Plan [6] . The European Defence Community envisaged nothing less than a strong European army of 100,000 troops, of which 50,000 under French nationality. The army was seen as an assurance against any future German retaliation, and it was to be put under both French military authority and political coordination. As expected by many, the project generated serious opposition from France's allies, and it eventually failed. On the other hand, the no less ambitious Fouchet Plan proposed a Union of States as a counterpart to the newly founded European Communities. In matters of security, the plan advanced the idea of a common defence policy that would somehow keep the power from shifting away from France and towards the entirety of the western states. At the time, the Fouchet Plan was perceived as a competitor to both the European Communities and the North-Atlantic Alliance and was, accordingly, ditched by the French. A more successful French contribution to the European defence integration process has been the establishment of the FrenchGerman Brigade in 1987, a bi-national military unit with high mobility and enhanced fighting power, which latter evolved in the first European army corps, [9] Yet, as has been decided by the British citizens in the June 2016 referendum, the UK is expected to soon leave the EU. Either "soft" or "hard", Brexit will take place at the very latest in March 2019, impacting all the areas of European integration, including the military one. Following Brexit, France will become the top contributor to European defence spending, thus highlighting its irreplaceable role on this matter.
Then, France currently has the highest number of active military personnel in the EU, totalling 202,700 men and women ( Table 1) . As with the military spending, it is followed by Germany (178,600), while UK records a significant negative difference of approximately 25%, with only 150,250 enlisted personnel. 
